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The life of Oliver Wendell Holmes was selected as the subject for a lecture in
the 1974 History of Medicine series at Yale University School of Medicine because,
as the Latin subtitle of the essay suggests, he represents a fortunate and uncommon,
but by no means unique, synthesis of the practical and aesthetic, of science and the
humanities. An attempt has been made by the lecturer, employing frequent, but
brief, excerpts from the works of several disinguished biographers as well as Doctor
Holmes' own lectures, medical papers, essays and poems to delineate the elite
heritage and the events that led this complex person transiently into the sudy of
law, the profession in which his older son reached the pinnacle of the U.S. Supreme
Court, and finally into medicine where a short period of private practice was fol-
lowed by more than three decades of distinguished teaching is anatomy. His lifetime
(1809-1894) spanned most of the nineteenth century, in the literary hisory of which
he played a significant role. His writings reveal a remarkable, and sometimes pro-
phetic, appreciation of the impact that burgeoning science and evolving social pres-
sures and changes would have on the teaching and practice of medicine in the
future-our present.
Oliver Wendell Holmes, physician, professor of anatomy, essayist and poet was
born in Cambridge, Massachusetts on August 29, 1809. He was the fourth child
and first son of the Reverend Abiel Holmes by his second wife, Sarah Wendell.
Abiel Holmes was a native of Woodstock, Connecticut, a town in the northeast
corner of the Nutmeg State not far from the Massachusetts line. Abiel was one
of eight children presented to Captain David Holmes, a soldier-physician veteran
of the French-Indian and Revolutionary Wars by his second wife, Temperance
Bishop; his first wife had borne seven offspring before passing to a well-deserved
rest.
In the year of Captain Holmes' death Abiel, who was then fifteen years old,
matriculated at Yale College with the class of 1783. More than any of his many
siblings he seemed fitted for higher education and his opportunity to pursue it un-
doubtedly represented a substantial sacrifice on the part of his recently-widowed
mother and her other children. Following his graduation Abiel earned a slim living
'Adapted from a lecture presented in the History of Surgery series, February 4, 1974 at
the Yale University School of Medicine.
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as minister to a colony of northerners residing in Georgia, returned to his alma
mater as an instructor for a year and was ordained meanwhile in the faith of Calvin.
While in New Haven he came to know Mary Stiles, the daughter of Yale's seventh
president, Ezra Stiles. It was this forward-looking educator who wrote in his diary
during the year 1777-". . to circulate and increase medical knowledge must
be an object worthy of every well-regulated state. . . ." However, the establish-
ment of a medical department in his own institution had to await the presidency
of his successor, Timothy Dwight, in 1810.
In 1790 Abiel Holmes married Mary Stiles and took his bride to the parsonage
of the First Parish in Cambridge, then a small town of about two thousand souls.
Many of the Harvard College faculty were at least nominally parishioners in the
First Church and Abiel's appointment to this important charge may have been in-
fluenced by his marital alliance with the Stiles family. Mary died in the fifth year
of their childless union following an obscure and wasting illness. After several years
of loneliness Abiel began to court Sarah, the daughter of Judge Wendell in Boston,
and the suit was successful. In March, 1801, the very month in which Thomas
Jefferson was inaugurated as the third president of the United States, Abiel and
Sarah were wed in a simple ceremony at his own church. The honeymoon trip
was not longer than the distance across the road from the church to the parsonage,
which had been completely refurbished, undoubtedly at the expense of the well-
to-do Judge Wendell. Through this second and fateful marriage Abiel became kin
to a lengthy list of Boston's "first" families-the Jackson's (James J. was the
first chief of medicine at the Massachusetts General Hospital), the Dudley's,
Cabot's, and Elliott's to name a few. The Holmes-Wendell union produced three
daughters before the arrival of the first boy, Oliver, in 1809.
As a first son in a clerical family with both Harvard and Yale backgrounds,
Oliver was destined for a profession, and the ministry in particular, but his Calvinist
father unwittingly laid the foundations for a different career. In addition to routine
parochial duties, Abiel was deeply involved in the preparation of a second and
enlarged edition of his "Annals of America," an ambitious history of this continent
from 1492 onward. When first published in 1805 it had received favorable notices
and merited the author an honorary degree from Edinburgh University in absentia.
The necessary reading and research for thismagnum opuscxtending over the
course of years resulted in a diverse collection of papers and books, eventually
numb-ring more than 2,000 volumes. In addition this exceptional library was aug-
mented, especially in the field of law, when the recently bereaved Judge Wendell
moved from Boston in 1807 to live with his daughter, son-in-law and three grand-
daughters in a newly purchased, handsome, gambrel-roofed house close to the Col-
lege. This was to be the house that echoed with the lusty cries of the infant Oliver
in 1809. Many years later the author of the "Autocrat of the Breakfast Table"
wrote in an autobiographical vein-"I like books. I was born and bred among
them, and have the easy feeling, when I get in their presence, that a stable boy
has among horses. . . ." However, Oliver also had an admittedly keen interest
in horseflesh, especially of the racing type.
Long and tedious hours spent in church three times each Sabbath while his father
or a visiting clergyman expounded upon the themes of original sin, damnation,
hell fire, redemption and salvation were utterly boring to the boy Holmes andhad
a lastingly negative effect upon thelad whose interests did not include life in the
remote hereafter. Again in the "Autocrat of the Breakfast Table," a window
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through which one often glimpses the character and personality of its author, he
mused-"There are not a few, who even in this life, seem to be preparing them-
selves for that smileless eternity to which they look forward by banishing all gayety
from their hearts and all joyousness from their countenances." In a poem he wrote
called "The Organ-Blower" the fifth stanza begins
The Preacher from the Bible-text
With weary words my soul has vexed....
Thus are careers molded at an early age orpotentials demolished!
When ten years old, Oliver left the local "dames" school and enrolled in a boys'
grammar school at Cambridgeport, just down the River Charles, conducted by a
former master at the Boston Latin School (the oldest secondary school of this
country, now a public high school). The observant pupils noted that their teacher
invariably smelled of tobacco and sometimes of spiritus frumenti. On such occa-
sions he arrived late for class, complaining of headache and his usually stern dis-
cipline was relaxed somewhat. Outside of school hours, Oliver was an active urchin
who loved to roam nearby woods, skated in the winter and hunted squirrels with
an ancient flintlock which his grandfather, Captain Holmes, had carried in war.
In the late summer of 1824, Reverend Holmes transported Oliver and his impedi-
menta in the family carriage over twenty-odd miles of rough country roads to
Andover, the seat of Phillips Academy (which opened in 1778) and a theological
seminary which was the Vatican of Calvinism in America. Its orthodox faculty
bitterly opposed the schismatic Unitarianism which was gaining adherents steadily
at Harvard College under teachers like Henry Ware and among the general public
in Boston through influential and superb preachers like William Ellery Channing,
then pastor of the Federal Street Church. It was the latter prelate who organized
in May, 1825 the Berry Street Conference during which the American Unitarian
Association was founded.
After only one year at Andover, Oliver was judged to be adequately prepared
for college. Several of his maternal forebears were Harvard graduates of distinction
and he matriculated there in October, 1825. Eighteen twenty-five-the republic
was less than fifty years old and John Quincy Adams of Braintree in the Bay State
was the infant nation's fifth president. Oliver's undergraduate courses demanded
of him only modest intellectual effort and time. The College president, John Kirk-
land, was the son of Connecticut-born Reverend Samuel Kirkland (originally Kirt-
land), the famous missionary to the Oneida Indian nation. In President Kirkland's
view, the necessary disciplines for adequate higher education were Latin, Greek,
philosophy and theology; the innovative trend toward natural science, physics,
chemistry and modern languages already evident in the European universities was
to him irrelevant. In Oliver's abundant leisure hours, he rowed on the Charles
River, played a little cricket, participated in lively beer and song fests and just
talked. He was elected to membership in Hasty Pudding, an undergraduate club
of which his cousin, Wendell Phillips, was then president. In the autumn of 1828
a national political campaign was in progress. President Adams was running for
a second term against a popular opponent, the Tennessee Indian fighter and War
of 1812 hero, Andrew Jackson. At Harvard College student interest was keen,
political debates frequent and in debating Holmes proved to be outstanding. Several
decades later he wrote in his "Autocrat"-"Iconfess there are times . .. . when
I hate the very sight of a book. Sometimes it becomes a physical necessity to talk
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out what is in the mind, before putting anything else into it. It is very bad to have
thoughts and feelings, which were meant to come out in talk, strike in." Is this
statement not a neat exposition of the term extrovert?
During Oliver's senior year in college, his father was dismissed from his pas-
torate at the First Parish by a liberal majority of the church governing board. A
considerable group of the older and more conservative parishioners seceded and
joined with Abiel to found a new and smaller parish nearby. Oliver was dismayed
and saddened by this severe blow to his father's career and self-esteem but he
was much occupied with undergraduate affairs and events attendant upon com-
mencement. Oliver was elected the 1829 class poet, a distinction he retained
throughout his lifetime. In common with most college seniors he was deeply con-
cerned about his future. His instinct was to pursue a career in creative writing
but his Yankee practicality warned him that this might not provide the comfortable
and secure livelihood which a profession could. Swayed by the appointment of
Joseph Story, then associate justice of the U.S. Supreme Court with a law office
in nearby Salem, Massachusetts, to a new professorship at the Law School, Oliver
decided to enroll there for the fall term of 1829. As early as January of the next
year, he wrote to his boyhood friend, Phineas Barnes,-"I am sick at heart of
this place and almost everything connected with it. I know not what the temple
of law may be to those who have entered it but to me it seems cold and cheerless
about the threshold ...."
In September, 1830 while still a law student he composed a major poem, one
which gained him almost immediate national recognition. The occasion was the
proposed destruction for economic reasons of the Revolutionary War frigate "Con-
stitution," then deteriorating at a Boston wharf. Sharing his father's deep concern
for "Old Ironsides," as the historical ship was sometimes called, Oliver dashed
off in one lengthy evening session the stirring poem, so familiar to school children
of succeeding generations. It began:
Ay! Tear her tattered ensign down!
Long has it waved on high,
And many an eye has danced to see
That banner in the sky;
and concluded:
Nail to the mast her holy flag,
Set every threadbare sail,
And give her to the god of storms,
The lightning and the gale!
It was published the next day in the Boston Advertiser, a newspaper that survived
until modern times, and was republished throughout the country. It brought its
youthful author acclaim but no financial reward. His loathing for the law studies
increased. Most of each day was spent in reverie, composing poetry and dallying
with various attractive young ladies. He wrote years later in the AutocratLj-"Nature
and custom would, no doubt, agree in conceding to all males the right of at least
two distinct looks at every comely female countenance without any infraction of
the rules of courtesy or the sentiment of respect. .. ." The first look he considered
purely exploratory but the second, when indicated, appreciative of special attrac-
tiveness. In this "two-look" category he must have placed Amelia, daughter of Judge
Charles Jackson and niece of the previously mentioned Doctor James. Amelia was
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attractive and, most importantly, was not so tall as to draw attention to his own
meager five foot three or four inches of height. In addition, she professed to enjoy
his poetry.
Finally Oliver decided to resign from the Law School and enroll in the private
medical classes of Doctor James Jackson. As a matter of convenience and inde-
pendence he moved to a boarding house in downtown Boston where the large dining
room became the inspiration for his later "Autocrat of the Breakfast Table." Pro-
fessor Jackson's lectures proved to be interesting but the ward walks at the new
hospital on Fruit Street were at first distressing and at times revolting, especially
attendance in the operating amphitheater where Doctor Warren and his associates,
attired in bloodstained frock coats, presided over usually conscious and sometimes
screaming patients. Gradually the neophyte's revulsion faded and was replaced by
a growing scientific interest. In March 1831 he wrote to his friend, Phineas Barnes,
announcing that he was a full-fledged medical student of six months standing and
stated-" I know that I might have made an indifferent lawyer . and I think
I may make a tolerable physician. I did not like the one and I do like the other."
The die was cast and a career begun, or so Oliver thought at the time.
During this period of medical study, the prospective physician did not entirely
neglect his writing. Each day afforded abundant opportunities at the dining table
of 2 Central Court to observe closely the personalities, mannerisms and speech of
his fellow boarders. An essay entitled "The Autocrat of the Breakfast Table" was
the result but it was only a pale predecessor of the famous series he contributed
to the "Atlantic Monthly" a quarter of a century later. In March 1833, when Oliver
had completed his course of instruction with Doctor Jackson, he sailed for France
from New York City, seeing for the first time this rapidly growing metropolis and
seaport. In the early decades of the nineteenth century the center of medical educa-
tion was shifting from Edinburgh, Dublin and London to Paris, as it would move
again later to the university-oriented German and Viennese clinics. In Paris Oliver
joined a colony of American students which had, in the recent past, included James
Jackson, Jr., John Collins Warren, who was destined to become the professor of
surgery at Harvard, and currently Henry Ingersoll Bowditch, son of the famous
Nathaniel, the astronomer and author of "The Practical Navigator." While attend-
ing clinics in La Pitie and Hotel Dieu the young Americans watched and listened
to some of the greatest contemporary medical figures, including Baron Dupuytren
and Lisfranc, but the most lasting and significant impression was made by the
superb clinical teacher, P.C.A. Louis (1787-1872). It was the latter internist who,
with the help of younger associates and students both native and foreign, introduced
into modern medicine the methods of statistical analysis. In one major effort Louis
examined a huge series of patients with tuberculosis, 358 at autopsy and 1960
in the living. A comparable review of typhoid fever cases established that disease
as distinct from typhus and also communicable, a conclusion that Yale's Nathan
Smith had reached independently. Among the surgeons active in Paris during this
period were Dupuytren's eventual successor at Hotel Dieu, P. J. Roux, A.
Velpeau, an empiricist of exceptional dexterity and J. D. Larrey, the military sur-
geon, the champion and hero of the common soldier, himself thrice wounded in
the service of Napoleon I.
After two years on the Continent time and money were running out but Oliver
induced his father to send an additional remittance which ensured the means for
some travel in England, Scotland, Holland and Italy before returning home. He
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finally sailed from LeHavre in November, 1835 after about 30 months in Europe.
There was deep snow when he arrived in Cambridge just before Christmas. His
father's trembling hands, unsteady gait and frequent reliance on a cane gave evi-
dence that the intervening years had not dealt kindly with him.
The repatriated Oliver's immediate objective was now an M.D. degree from
Harvard. Within six months he had prepared the required dissertation-on acute
pericarditis. It is highly significant that Doctor Jackson's son, James, Jr. had
preceded his second cousin, Oliver Wendell Holmes, at Louis' clinic and had
succumbed of tuberculous pericarditis about a year after his return to Boston.
The origin of this tragic infection does not seem a mystery and its occurrence may
have influenced the choice of subject for the thesis. In addition to the paper on
pericarditis, Oliver wrote a second entitled "Intermittent Fever in New England"
which won the annual Boylston Prize against strong competition and gained its
author a welcome honorarium of fifty dollars.
In 1836 Doctor Oliver Wendell Holmes rented a room in the heart of Boston
and established his office for the practice of medicine. All prerequisites for success
seem to have been present-a period of study with the distinguished Doctor Jack-
son, a lengthy Continental sojourn, a Harvard M.D. degree and an abundance of
relatives in the Establishment. Yet entire weeks passed without his having seen
a patient other than those on the public wards in the hospital. This signal lack
has not been adequately explained but Doctor Holmes' mercurial wit, volubility
and literary pursuits may have been counted as liabilities rather than assets in the
minds of the conservative well-to-do. So he busied himself with reading and writing.
Two new dissertations were submitted to the Boylston Prize Committee, one en-
titled "Neuralgia" and the other "Direct Exploration in Medical Practice." In the
early part of 1837, also, he published a first small volume of his poems in which
were the original "Old Ironsides" and the almost equally well-known "The Last
Leaf" of which the final stanza reads:
And if I should live to be
The last leaf upon the tree
In the spring,
Let them smile as I do now,
At the old forsaken bough
Where I cling.
This is reputed to have been his father's favorite of all the son's writings. Late
in May of the same year, 1837, Abiel Holmes suffered a classical stroke which
left him hemiparetic and aphasic. Despite loving care from his wife, who nursed
him day and night, and the solicitous attention of Oliver, he died on June 4 at
the age of 73. He did not live to hear that Oliver had again walked off with the
Boylston prize, winning both first and second place and the appropriate honoraria
by his two essays. While the doctor's practice had increased it was still scanty,
so he welcomed in 1838 an interim appointment as professor of anatomy at Dart-
mouth's medical school which had been founded in 1798 by Nathan Smith who
became the first professor of surgery at Yale. Doctor Holmes' duties at Dartmouth
required him to be in residence during the fall trimesters (August to October)
of 1839 and 1840, and assured him a little income. He had eased his budget and
livened his bachelorhood by accepting whatever invitations to dinner that came
his way. He was frequently seen (and heard) at Doctor Jackson's well-appointed
table and at the home of Judge Charles Jackson, where the real attraction was
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the daughter, Amelia Lee. Two months after receiving the double Boylston Prize
Oliver proposed marriage to the young lady and was accepted with no hesitation.
Oliver Wendell Holmes and Amelia Lee Jackson were married on June 15, 1840
at King's Chapel on Tremont Street and they attended that church throughout their
life together. The bridegroom was labelled by some of the religious conservatives
a free thinker or even atheist but he rarely missed a Sunday service. In the Autocrat
he revealed the reason for his constancy-"There is a little plant called Reverence
in the corner of my Soul's garden, which I love to have watered about once a
week." The Holmes-Jackson honeymoon was a great deal longer than the parental
Holmes-Wendell one in 1801. It lasted into the autumn when the newly-wed couple
moved into a three-story brick front house on Montgomery Place, near the Com-
mon; this was a wedding present from the Judge. Almost nine months to the day,
Amelia gave birth to a son, Oliver Wendell, Jr., the future chief justice of the
Massachusetts Supreme Court and associate justice of the U.S. Supreme Court. In
1843 she bore a daughter, Amelia, and in 1846 a final child, Edward Jackson,
nicknamed Neddy.
In 1842 Doctor Holmes' medical practice was still undemanding and he found
ample time to prepare a lengthy essay entitled "Homoeopathy and Its Kindred
Delusions," which he read in two installments at meetings of the Boston Society
for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge. In this treatise he attacked not only his
frequent and apparently favorite target, homeopathy, but also for reasons that now
are recondite the practice of "laying on of hands" for scrofula orKing's Evil (tuber-
culous cervical adenitis), as well as the metallic "tractors" devised and widely ad-
vertised by a Connecticut charlatan, Elisha Perkins, and finally the renowned
Bishop Berkeley's nostrum, an infusion of tar in water, reputedly specific for small-
pox and other unrelated ailments. Regarding the latter, Holmes made an assertion
which appears still relevant and valid-"Berkeley himself afforded a remarkable
illustration of a truth which has long been known to the members of one of the
learned professions, namely, that no amount of talent, or of acquirements in other
departments, can rescue from lamentable folly those who, without something of
the requisite preparation, undertake to experiment with nostrums upon themselves
and their neighbors." The devastating sarcasm of which his pen was capable is
exemplified by the concluding remark-" Berkeley died at the age of about seventy
ractually the Irish-born Bishop of Cloyne died in January 1753 at 67]; he might have lived longer, but his fatal illness was so sudden that there was not time enough
to stir up a quart of the panacea."
In April 1843 Doctor Holmes presented to another society with an equally for-
midable title-the Boston Society for Medical Improvement-his famous paper
on "The Contagiousness of Puerperal Fever". It was published in the New England
Quarterly Journal of Medicine and Surgery, a short-lived journal of limited circula-
tion, published again in an expanded version in 1855, and republished with exten-
sive notes and commentary in the author's collected "Medical Essays 1842-1882"
during 1889, only five years prior to his death. This paper represents his principal
contribution to medical literature. Today it would be labelled more a review than
an original work. In writing this treatise, Holmes was not the champion of a popular
cause; indeed, a majority of the profession reacted critically. Among his most influ-
ential antagonists was Professor Hodge at the highly regarded University of
Pennsylvania, concerning whose published rebuttal Holmes wrote-"[it wasl un-
objectionable in tone and language and may be read without offence. This can
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hardly be said of the chapter of Dr. Meig's2 volume which treats of Contagion
in Childbed Fever. There are expressions used in it which might well put a stop
to all scientific discussions...." Holmes then quoted as an example of the more
objectionable-". the jejune and fizenless dreamings of sophomore
writers. . . ." These insults the Bostonian parried with an often quoted pas-
sage-"I take no offence and attempt no retort. No man makes a quarrel with me
over the counterpane that covers a mother, with her new-born infant at her breast."
However, this profession of magnanimity was followed by some eighteen pages
of often ironical and sometimes impassioned discussion that would have elicited
the admiration and envy of Disraeli. Doubtlessly, the Holmes-Meigs exchange
served well to direct the attention of the American medical profession to a health
problem of the first magnitude and helped to speed the acceptance of antiseptic
and eventually aseptic technics in surgery as well as obstetrics.
Holmes was ready with his facile pen after the induction of an anesthesia with
ethyl ether at Massachusetts General Hospital on October 16, 1846. Within a
month he wrote to the dentist, William G. T. Morton, who had conducted the
successful administration for a patient of Doctor Warren-"The state should, I
think, be called Anaesthesia. This signifies insensibility-more particularly (as used
by Linnaeus and Cullen) to objects of touch. The adjective will be Anaes-
thetic. . . ." So it came to be.
In the next year, 1847, occurred an event which was to shape the young physi-
cian's future in a fashion more compatible with his temperament and native abilities
than medical practice could. The newly elected president of Harvard College, Ed-
ward Everett (1794-1865), a former congressman, governor of Massachusetts, am-
bassador to Great Britain and, after three years as the College's president, United
States senator and vice-presidential candidate in the campaign of 1860, appointed
Holmes professor of anatomy and physiology at the medical school, a chair which
he filled with complete success. Students at that time, and for many decades there-
after, were required to attend a heavy schedule of formal lectures, beginning at
eight o'clock in the morning and running on until one PM. Among these hourly
sessions, Holmes' soon proved to be the best attended and was eventually assigned
the soporific noon hour because his animated style of delivery, sparkling wit and
obvious fund of knowledge kept the weary and possibly hypoglycemic students
reasonably alert. In a disarmingly frank introductory lecture to the medical class
in 1861, which he entitled "Border Lines of Knowledge in some Provinces of Medi-
cal Science," Professor Holmes admitted that his personal contributions of an
original nature to the science of anatomy were neither major or numerous. They
included, he said, a description of certain nucleated cells in the cancellous structure
of bone, the first notation of the fossa mnasseterica on the human mandibular ramus
(better developed in the Carnivora), and a description of the several small muscles
which radiate from the spine of the second cervical vertebra or axis, to which he
assigned the poetic group name, stella musculosa nuchae. He summarized by say-
ing-"But this scanty catalogue is only an evidence that one may teach long and
see little that has not been noted by those who have gone before him." The implica-
tion is clear that the pressure to discover and publish existed more than a century
ago, in one university at least. During thirty-five years on the faculty Holmes served
one term at least in the deanship which was not, of course, a full-time office in
that era. It is likely that faculty meetings during his leadership were lively affairs.
2Charles D. Meigs, professor of midwifery at Jefferson Medical College.
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When James Russell Lowell accepted the editorship of the "Atlantic Monthly"
at its foundation in 1857 he did so with the stipulation that Doctor Holmes would
be a regular contributor. Actually his friend, the professor of anatomy, suggested
the name for the new periodical and that marvellous series of essays, "The Autocrat
of the Breakfast Table," appeared in the first volume and was republished in book
form the next year. Holmes has been called by one modern critic "the first of the
news columnists," a comparison suggested perhaps by his versatile yet familiar style
of writing and the broad scope of his subject matter, but there the similarity ends.
In depth of classical knowledge and contemporary scientific background, brilliance
of style and imaginative use of metaphor he stands apart.
At the annual meeting of the Massachusetts Medical Society on May 30, 1860
Holmes, then in his fifty-first year, presented the key address entitled "Currents
and Counter-currents in Medical Science." It had many quotable and sometimes
prophetic passages and revealed a depth of thought which some of his critics would
consider uncharacteristic. He criticized the self-styled "practical men" who plod
through their daily rounds-"according to the rules of their craft, and asking no
questions of the past or of the future, or of the aim and end to which their special
labor is contributing." Further on he asserted-"The truth is, that medicine, pro-
fessedly founded on observation, is as sensitive to outside influences, political,
religious, philosophical, imaginative as is the barometer to the changes of atmo-
spheric density." He stated his belief that the appearance of great medical teachers
and reformers has coincided historically with periods of significant political and
intellectual ferment. By way of illustration he paired Hippocrates with Pericles,
Plato and Socrates, Aristotle with Alexander the Great, Galen with the Roman
emperor Marcus Aurelius, and Vesalius with Martin Luther. He pleaded with his
audience of physicians for rational or natural therapeutics as opposed to poly-
pharmaceutical empiricism and overdosage as his predecessor in that same forum,
Jacob Bigelow, had done twenty-five years before, saying-"If every drug from
the vegetable, animal and mineral kingdom were to disappear from the market
a body of enlightened men organized as a distinct profession would [still]
be required whose province should be to guard against the causes of disease,
to eliminate them if possible when still present, to order all the conditions of the
patient so as to favor the efforts of the system to right itself. . . ." He blamed
overmedication in part on the public-"which insists on being posoned ." and
advised calmness and soundness in the observation of disease, characterizing Nature
as"profoundly imperturbable." He deplored "the great number of Medical Jour-
nals, all useful, we hope, most necessary, we trust which must find something
to fill their columns . as the newspapers, from a similar necessity, print the
shocking catastrophes and terrible murders."
Concerning congenital defects he commented-"They are really not so much
diseases, as manifestations of congenital incapacity for life; the race would be
ruined if [medical] art could ever learn always to preserve the individuals subject
to them. We must do the best we can for them but we ought also to know what
these 'diseases' mean." It would seem that here Doctor Holmes' Calvinist upbring-
ing has asserted itself. Chronic invalidism, he continued, "can be changed to disease
but never to absolute health by medicinal appliances. There are many ladies,
ancient and recent, who are perpetually taking remedies for irremediable pains and
aches. They ought to have headaches, and back-aches and stomach-aches; they
are not well if they do not have them." In the peroration of this address, Holmes
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departed from strictly medical subjects and reflected on the democratic elective
process-"It is a common error to speak of our [this nation's] distinction as
consisting in the rule of the majority. . . . With us the majority is only the flower
of the passing noon, and the minority is the bud that may open in the next mor-
ning's sun." Subsequent events in his home city of Boston with its steady shift in
political power from the WASP aristocracy to the South End and South Boston
Irish-Americans have proved the physician-poet's metaphor an apt one.
During the years in which the Holmes family resided at 41 Charles Street in
the Back Bay district their dooryard abutted on the river where the doctor kept
several skiffs moored and ready for use. It was not an era when regular athletic
exercise was widely practiced by men and it was quite uncommon among women
of refinement. Doctor Holmes was a vigorous advocate of exercise and sport,
especially rowing. He wrote once for the Autocrat-". . such a set of black-
coated, stiff-jointed, soft-muscled, paste-complexioned youth as we can boast in
our Atlantic cities never before sprang from loins of Anglo-Saxon lineage." He
was keenly interested in boxing and also considered himself a good judge of racing
horses. Less strenuous avocations included working with the compound microscope
he had brought back from Europe and dabbling in photography as technics became
available. He has been credited with the invention of the hand stereoscope, used
in viewing paired photographs in depth, a simple apparatus without which no Vic-
torian parlor was considered complete.
Doctor Holmes' facility in conversation, whether purely social or scholarly, be-
came legendary. At meetings of the Saturday Club, a dinner group of Boston's
intellectual elite which he helped to found in 1857, he was a leading figure along
with giants like Agassiz, Emerson, Lowell and Motley. Vanity concerning his talent
for the spoken and written word was reflected in the Autocrat-"I never saw an
author in my life, saving perhaps one, that did not purr as audibly as a full-grown
domestic cat (Felis catus Linn.) on having his fur smoothed in the right way by
a skillful hand." As Holmes' definitive biographer DeWolfe Howe com-
mented-"Vanity. . . quite neutralized by the accompanying frankness."
A national election on November 7, 1860 elevated Abraham Lincoln to the
presidency of the United States with an electoral college majority but only forty
percent of the popular vote. Reaction in the South was swift. South Carolina se-
ceded in December, giving Doctor Holmes the occasion for one of his numerous
situational poems, "Brother Jonathan's Lament for Sister Caroline." Soon there-
after Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana and Texas followed on
the path of separation. The northern states were torn by political differences ranging
in scope from outright Abolitionism through the moderate Unionists, who were pre-
pared to make substantial concessions in the hope of preventing partition and war,
to the peace-at-any-price supporters of the right. Following the secessions Gover-
nor John Andrew of Massachusetts, on his own initiative, mobilized the state militia
and began to collect military supplies. On Friday April 12, 1861 the beleaguered
garrison of Fort Sumter was fired upon and the War Between the States began.
In common with thousands of families in the North and South, the war years
were a difficult and harrowing period for the Holmes'. The older boy, Wendell,
then a senior at Harvard and scheduled to graduate in July, joined the militia in
April and sat most of the spring with a coastal defense unit in a fort located in
Boston harbor. Immediately after commencement he enlisted in the 20th Massachu-
settsInfantry, a regiment commanded by Colonel William Raymond Lee, a sea-
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soned West Point graduate and regular, although most of the younger officers in
his command were Harvard alumni and student volunteers. On October 20, 1861
at Ball's Bluff on the Potomac River Lieutenant Holmes was wounded in the chest
during the first minutes of his first battle. He was evacuated eventually to the quiet
home of a Quaker family friend in Philadelphia where he was joined by an anxious
father and escorted to Boston in the "cars." After a winter of convalescence at
home, Wendell rejoined his regiment in March, 1862 with the rank of captain and
survived many engagements in the bitter Peninsula campaign. September of that
year found his regiment at Antietam near Hagerstown, Maryland where he sus-
tained a second wound, this one in the neck. A telegram to Doctor Holmes
launched that distraught parent on a six day and night search by train and car-
riage from Baltimore to Frederick, back to Philadelphia and finally, after word
arrived of his son's exact whereabouts, to Harrisburg, Pennsylvania where the ex-
hausted Doctor was pacing the railroad platform in a gray dawn when an evacua-
tion train crammed with the wounded chugged slowly in with his pale and bandaged
son seated in the first car.
Once Doctor Holmes and his wounded son were safely back in Boston, the
"Atlantic Monthly," which had become a significant source of income for the
family, received an article for consideration of publication. It was entitled "My
Hunt after the Captain," and painted a vivid picture of the war-torn area and the
misery behind the battle lines; however, its personal nature and melodramatic tone
annoyed and embarrassed the subject Captain beyond words. Convalescing rapidly
at home under the solicitous care of his mother and sister, Wendell received orders
to active duty again in November. On May 2, 1863 during the battle of Chancel-
lorsville near Fredericksburg, Virginia he received his third and final wound, an
extensive tearing one of the foot which invalided him home to the care of Doctor
Henry Bigelow until January, 1864. Then he was well enough to rejoin the rem-
nants of his 20th Massachusetts Regiment. Of the twenty lieutenants originally en-
rolled only five remained, a typically frightful toll in that bloodiest of wars. In
August his three year enlistment period terminated and he was mustered out along
with the entire regiment in a dramatic ceremony on Boston Common in time to
enter Harvard Law school that autumn. Thus began an illustrious career that led
eventually to the chief justice's seat in the Massachusetts Supreme Court and, in
1902, to his appointment by President Theodore Roosevelt to the United States
Supreme Court where he sat with great distinction until his ninetieth year.
When the Civil War ended the medical school settled into its customary academic
routines and Doctor Holmes gave another of his introductory lectures to the enter-
ing class on November 6, 1867. In his collected Medical Essays it bears the title
"Scholastic and Bedside Teaching." In it he blasted the faculty plan to lengthen
the winter lecture term at the expense of a shortened summer clinical session, saying
-"The most essential part of a student's instruction is obtained . not in the
lecture room, but at the patient's bedside . . I know that many branches of sci-
ence are of the greatest value as feeders of our medical reservoirs. . . I am in
little danger of underrating Anatomy and Physiology [the capital letters are the
author's] but I would have been taught with a certain judgment and reserve, so
that they shall not crowd the more immediately practical branches. . . A medical
school is not a scientific school except just so far as medicine itself is a science."
This view of medical education is certainly not the modern one but it should be
noted that the professor was one hundred years ahead of his times in bringing
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the students into an open and formal discussion of their curriculum and in address-
ing them as equals.
Touching upon chemistry and artificial feeding of infants in this same lecture
he quipped-"A pair of substantial mammary glands has the advantage over the
two hemispheres of the most learned professor's brain in the art of compounding
a nutritious fluid for infants." He was ready to concede to the basic sciences a
definite role in medical education, however; he continued-"How much more will
it [memory] gain when isolated facts are brought together under laws and principles,
when organs are examined in their natural connections, when structure is coupled
with function, and healthy and diseased action are studied as they pass one into
the other." These concepts would not sound alien if uttered during the weighty
deliberations of a modern medical school's curriculum committee!
There exists in this 1867 lecture a most revealing passage. Holmes said-"It
is often a disadvantage to a young practitioner to be known for any accomplishment
outside his profession. Haller3 lost his election as Physician to the Hospital in his
native city of Berne, principally on the ground that he was a poet. In his later
years the physician may venture more boldly." It would appear that after thirty
years had passed the professor of anatomy was still concerned about his own failure
to build a successful medical practice and preferred to attribute his lack of success
to something other than professional or personal shortcomings.
In Doctor Holmes' later decades medical interests and teaching gave way more
and more to literary pursuits. In 1861 he finished his first full-length novel, "Elsie
Venner"; another, "The Guardian Angel" appeared in 1867 and a third, "The
Mortal Antipathy" was published in 1885. All three were studies in abnormal
psychology, harbingers of a type which became popular in subsequent generations.
The first is generally considered to be his best but none approached the level of
excellence reached by his best essays and poetry. He retired from the Parkman
Professorship of Anatomy in 1882 after thirty-five years of teaching. Although he
never was fond of extended travel he made a second and final trip to Europe in
the summer of 1886, accompanied by his daughter Amelia (Mrs. Turner Sargent),
since Mrs. Holmes was too frail and chronically ill to stand the long sea voyage.
Her husband was lionized by British society and literary groups; he received
honorary degrees from Oxford, Cambridge and Edinburgh Univer;ities. The xe;y
day he was presented his degree at Oxford, his lawyer soni was being recognizcd
with an LLD bestowed by President Porter at Yale. The literary byproduct of the
1886 European sojourn was entitled "One Hundred Days in Europe" and was pub-
lished the following year.
The senior Mrs. Oliver Wendell Holmes died in February 1888, Daily life there-
after was as empty for the Doctor as their house on Beacon Street until his recently
widowed daughter, Amelia Sargent, moved home, redecorated the house from top
to bottom, and helped him regain some joie de vivre. Alas, however, in little more
than a year she also became ill and died. Thereupon Doctor Holmes' childless
daughter-in-law, Fanny Dixwell, reluctantly but firmy announced to her husband,
the Judge, that they would move immediately from their own cherished home on
Chestnut Street to care for his father's establishment, and her generous decision
prevailed. Thereafter the Doctor's work schedule was reduced to a period of writing
'Albrecht von Haller (1708-1777), a student of Boerhaave at Leyden, pioneer physiologist,
correspondent of Linnaeus, professor at Basel and later at the newly-founded University of
Gottingen; like Holmes, a literary light and considerable poet.
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in the morning hours and much of that time was spent in answering his still
voluminous correspondence. In his last book of essays, "Over the Teacups", he
admitted that the latter could become too burdensome, inferring that he had-"be-
come the martyr-the Saint Sebastian-of a literary correspondence!" After writ-
ing, a brisk walk around the Common preceded lunch and a rest. He looked for-
ward to tea at five o'clock with nearby friends or at home. The evening hours,
except for an occasional meeting or lecture, were spent in his comfortable armchair,
intermittently reading and dozing. Most of his closest literary associates and Satur-
day Club peers had already departed this life. "I feel like my own survivor," he
wrote to his friend, Howells. Nevertheless, his mind remained clear and keen. He
had written several decades before in the Autocrat-"Our brains are seventy-year
clocks. The Angel of Life winds them up once for all, then closes the case, and
gives the key, into the hand of the Angel of the Resurrection . . ." His own fertile
brain must then have been wound with exceptional diligence, because "Over the
Teacups" was completed in 1891 when he was 82. Some critics have thought that
it betrayed evidences of his advancing years, but it was eminently readable and
witty. He boasted to his son, Wendell, one evening that it had already sold twenty
thousand copies within the first three months of its publication.
One golden autumn day just at sunset-the calendar read October 7, 1894-he
slumped over in his easy chair suddenly and simply stopped breathing while Wen-
dell and Fanny stood silent and anxious at his side. On October 21 the Massachu-
setts chief justice wrote to his long-time friend and professional colleague, the dis-
tinguished British jurist, Sir Frederick Pollock, in reply to a note of condolence-
Dear Pollock,
You write with a tender and charming touch and I thank you sincerely. I face rather
solemnity than sadness. My father had had all that he could have from life ....
The marks which I have seen of universal affection for him here and a widespread
similar feeling with you give me much pleasure . . . . [He then concludes with some
legal commentaries on a current case.]
Yours ever,
0. W. Holmes
Upon the memorial tablet to Oliver Wendell Holmes located on a wall of King's
Chapel are inscribed the words "Teacher of Anatomy" preceding "Essayist" and
"Poet"; above all is engraved the Latin sentence-"Miscuit utile dulci." The
precedence of anatomist over essayist and poet was at his own request but when
one recalls the beautiful lines of his great poem, "The Chambered Nautilus"
(1857-1858) it would seem appropriate to reverse the sequence. The last stanza
reads:
Build thee more stately mansions, 0 my soul,
As the swift seasons roll!
Leave thy low-vaulted past!
Let each new temple, nobler than the last,
Shut thee from heaven with a dome more vast,
Till thou at length art free,
Leaving thine outgrown shell by life's unresting sea!
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